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My wife’s father was a Minnesotan
named Tom Hughes who went to

Washington with Orville Freeman in
1961 to go to work in the Agriculture
D e p a rtment. Jane grew up in the mid-
dle of the Minnesota mafia that form e d
in Washington, centered aro u n d
H u b e rt Humphre y – Walter Mondale

c i rcles. When we were married she was
working with another Minnesotan,
Senator David Dure n b e rg e r.

Last week I happened to be walking
by Senator Dure n b e rg e r’s old office on
my way to the Capitol building. When
y o u ’ re walking in those buildings, you
see squads of wealthy middle-aged lobby-
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ists wooing self-important twenty-two-
y e a r-old staffers. You can’t help asking
yourself some fundamental questions:
What am I doing here? Is it smart or stu-
pid to spend your time hanging aro u n d
these people? Where is this system going
to be headed in the next few years?

D u re n b e rg e r’s office was on the first
floor of the Russell Office Building. To
get to the Capitol, you first must walk
the length of a vast marble hallway. If
you do it while the Senate is in session,
you’ll probably see a few senators ru s h-
ing to cast votes. You’ll be able to pick
out the senators, not only because they
a re the ones capable of absorbing infi-
nite amounts of flattery, but also
because they walk with the fast stride
that powerful people like to affect. And
they also tend to have enormous heads.
S o m e b ody once said that senators
d o n ’t have heads; what they have on
their shoulders looks like a container
for a head.

They can walk fast because they
d o n ’t have to carry anything. They
have minions for that. You’ll see the
aides jogging along in a cloud of con-
sultation behind their senator as he
strides down the hall. Together their
movements begin to look like a
Motown group: Senator Smith and the
D e f e rence Bro t h e r s .

Capitol Hill has a two-class system:
the members of Congress, whose job it
is to appear on television, and the
Paper People, whose job it is to re a d
and write things, draft policy docu-
ments, and otherwise act like policy
footmen: “Will you be requiring an
opinion on Social Security privatiza-
tion with dinner, sir?” The members get

to take credit for everything, but the
Paper People get to control the sub-
stance of what gets said. You hear them
talking about each other: “I hear Lott’s
people talked to Armey’s people.”

Or they’ll say, “How’s your member
t oday? My member is happy.” It sounds
vaguely porn o g r a p h i c .

A friend of mine was serving as a
Paper Person for a big business execu-
tive a few years ago, and he ghostwro t e
an op-ed piece on a piece of legislation.
Then he went to work as policy dire c-
tor for a presidential candidate. The
businessman sent the op-ed piece to
the candidate, and my friend wrote a
letter in the candidate’s name lavishly
praising the op-ed essay he had written
in the businessman’s name. These are
the sort of meager pleasures Paper Peo-
ple live for.

A n y w a y, you’re walking down the
hallway in the Russell Office Building
and the senators and their clouds of
Paper People are rushing by. As you
walk across the street and onto the
Capitol grounds, there is a big gre e n
lawn off to your left. In the middle of
that lawn there is a podium sticking
out of the grass. 

You wonder why: Is this a golf course
for congressmen? Instead of shooting at
flags they shoot at podiums?

If you go over and investigate, you
see that the podium is perfectly situated
so that when politicians are holding
press conferences, the Capitol dome is
just over their shoulders for the cameras.

This strikes me as odd, because that
dome says two things: Washington and
politics. And if there are two tru l y
unpopular things in America these
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days, they are Washington and politics.
When candidates are running for
o ffice, they do whatever they can to
p rove that they don’t like Wa s h i n g t o n
and are not career politicians. I think
Senator Fred Thompson rented a pick-
up truck to drive around Tennessee to
p rove he was a good ol’ boy and not
one of those Washington politicians.

Our Antipolitical Decade
We are living in an antipolitical

decade. After World War I, the 1920s
were antipolitical. After World War II,
the 1950s were antipolitical. And now,
after the cold war, the 1990s are anoth-
er era when people withdraw from pub-
lic controversies. Political books have
not sold during this decade. Many of our
politicians, especially Republicans in
1994, came to Washington as antipoliti-
cians, calling it a moral swamp. Some
limited their terms because they think
politics is so corrupting that they would
be permanently stained if they hung
a round too long.

The social movements that have
thrived in this decade have been
avowedly antipolitical. Ross Pero t
waged war on the entire political class
and vowed to replace political bicker-
ing with a team of experts who would
get under the hood and get things
done. Colin Powell remains the
n a t i o n ’s most popular leader, in part
because he does not sully himself by
campaigning for anything. The civil
society movement emerged on the left
and the right, embracing small-scale
community action and explicitly
renouncing politics. Other activists

look to a religious revival, not politics,
to address our fundamental problems. 

Even people who are politically
obsessed have spent the decade railing
against politics. Bill Clinton and Bob
Dole presided over political conven-
tions that more often than not re s e m-
bled gushy charity telethons. You can
see antipolitics reflected in the public
reaction to the Clinton scandals. The
Republicans detest politics so much
these days they can’t even explain to
the American people why the pre s i-
dency is important, or why they should
demand high moral standards from the
person who holds that job. A re c e n t
s u rvey asked voters if they thought Bill
Clinton was honest and tru s t w o rt h y.
Only about 36 percent said yes. Then
they were asked if he is honest and
t ru s t w o rthy enough to be pre s i d e n t ,
and 54 percent said yes.

Yet these politicians still pose in
f ront of that dome on Capitol Hill. I
think that’s because—despite all our
public talk about how terrible politics
is—deep in our hearts, in ways we
s c a rcely re m e m b e r, we know that poli-
tics can be useful and even noble. We
still have a little of the Founding
Fathers’ belief that while a good and
admirable life can be spent making
money and building a happy home, the
highest life has to be devoted, in some
p a rt, to public service. The Founders
detested the pettiness and sleaze that
have always been part of politics, but
time after time they dragged them-
selves off their beloved farms and back
into politics.

A country that is consumed with
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politics is insufferable, but a country
that denies politics altogether can
never be great. I think we sense that as
individuals and as a nation we are
going to re t u rn to politics. The antipo-
litical 1920s led to the very political
1930s. The antipolitical 1950s led to
the incredibly political 1960s. The
apolitical 1990s too will lead to a polit-
ical age.

Antipolitical eras tend to be fatalis-
tic. People are content to let pro b l e m s
l i n g e r. They are willing to let larg e
f o rces—scientific advances, the marc h
of popular culture, the trends of fore i g n
a ff a i r s — run their course without much
i n t e rf e rence and even without paying
much attention. But eventually, people
want to take control of their national
d e s t i n y, and for that they turn to poli-
tics—for better or for worse. 

The central challenge is this: We
live in rich and happy times now, but
sooner or later, a political revival is
inevitable, and we had better come up
with a governing philosophy that
brings out the best in America. If we
d o n ’t, some other political tradition
will rise up and take its place. 

For conservatives, the challenge is
specific. The last great political ages—
the 1930s and the 1960s—were liberal.
How do we make the next one conser-
v a t i v e ?

National Greatness 
C o n s e rv a t i s m

When the design for the original
Capitol building was put before Georg e
Washington, he praised its “grandeur,
s i m p l i c i t y, and convenience.” Thomas

J e fferson, who as a premier Paper Per-
son knew how to stick to the talking
points set down by his boss, praised its
“ g r a n d e u r, simplicity, and beauty. ”

But look at the balance of Wa s h i n g-
t o n ’s words. They reveal something not
just about the building, but also about
the America he hoped to cre a t e .
Grandeur: if America didn’t have some
unique and noble mission in the world,
it would cease to be America. Simplic-
ity: Washington was emphasizing that
we are not like those lavish Euro p e a n
aristocracies; our virtues are the simple
classical and natural virtues. And con-
venience: we Americans balance our
grandeur with hardheaded practicality. 

The Founding Fathers were gre a t
students of the classical authors, and so
they prized balance. Balance is what we
have lost in American politics. We
now have one political cre e d — l i b e r a l-
ism—that is largely pro g o v e rn m e n t .
And we have another—conser-
vatism—that is largely antigovern-
ment. And then there are a lot of
mushy centrists who drift with the flow
of debate. The political future belongs
to the party that can be balanced and
at the same time dynamic.

We once had a balanced political
c reed that favored limited but energ e t i c
g o v e rnment. It’s a political tradition
that starts with Alexander Hamilton;
goes on through Henry Clay and the
Whig Party, through Abraham Lincoln
and the founding of the Republican
P a rty; is given new life by Teddy Roo-
sevelt; and is then revived, in some
respects, by Ronald Reagan. It has few
p roponents tod a y, except maybe New
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York’s Mayor Rudolph Giuliani. 
This creed has come to be known as

national greatness conserv a t i s m ,
although I blush at the grandiosity of
those words. It’s a creed that believes in
g o v e rnment, but not to pursue liberal
purposes, not to create a nanny state or
to redistribute wealth. National gre a t-
ness conservatives imagine a country
whose economic diversity is counter-
balanced by its cultural cohesion. They
s u p p o rt policies that encourage indi-
vidual opportunity and entre p re n e u r i a l
dynamism, but they also pursue policies
that bind Americans together and
remind us of our common citizenship.

When Alexander Hamilton was
Tre a s u ry secre t a ry, he nationalized the
debts of the thirteen states. That
bound the fractious country together.
But he also made the debt notes trad-
able—in effect turning them into
paper money—because he thought
Americans didn’t work hard enough.
By giving them greater chances to
amass liquid capital, he hoped to
unleash productive zeal and smash the
caste system that re t a rded economic
g rowth in the South. Hamilton com-
bined the two goals: national union
and individual opportunity; economic
diversity and cultural cohesion.

During the Civil Wa r, the Republi-
cans under Abraham Lincoln passed
transcontinental railroad legislation to
bind the nation together with a trans-
p o rtation network, and also to open up
o p p o rtunities to the new railro a d
towns. They passed the Homestead
Act and the land-grant college act [the
M o rrill Act], and they created the

A g r i c u l t u re Department, all to boost
p roduction and encourage Americans
to settle the land. They created a
national curre n c y, which replaced the
roughly seven thousand local curre n-
cies then in use. The goals were the
same: to build national union aro u n d
one curre n c y, and to make the econo-
my more fluid and so encourage indi-
vidual opport u n i t y.

National Unity, Individual
O p p o rt u n i t y

Teddy Roosevelt, at least thro u g h
the time of his pre s i d e n c y, followed
s q u a rely in that Republican tradition.
Roosevelt went after the so-called
malefactors of great wealth—compa-
nies like Standard Oil and American
Sugar—because he thought they used
their concentrated power to trample
competition. “The true function of the
state,” he said, “should be to make the
chances of competition more even, not
abolish them.” 

Roosevelt was using government to
enhance entre p reneurial opport u n i t y.
We now know more about antitru s t
and the instability of monopolies than
he knew, but his intention was to use
g o v e rnment to liberate the individual.
In some sense he was behaving as Mar-
g a ret Thatcher would later behave. He
was smashing vested intere s t s — u s i n g
g o v e rnment power—in order to clear
the way for enterprising individuals.
That is not a lesson to lose.

R o o s e v e l t ’s attitude toward immi-
gration also illustrates the way he
championed individual opport u n i t y
and national union. He supported re l a-
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tively open immigration, but also
Americanization programs to inculcate
American culture. We welcome all
those who want to work to become
American citizens, he argued, but we
insist that they embrace citizenship
with all it entails. That meant immi-
grants had to leave old world quarre l s
behind. It meant that all school exer-
cises had to be conducted in English.
Roosevelt detested ethnic voting
blocks (which was easy for him to say,
since in New York, most ethnic blocks
w e re Democratic)—what we would
call multiculturalism.

One way to promote a sense of
national union, Roosevelt re c o g n i z e d ,
was to conduct an active foreign policy.
His famous 1899 address, “The Stre n u-
ous Life,” was a foreign policy speech in
which he argued that just as a gre a t
individual should choose a life of eff o rt
and ambition, so should a great nation.
We can’t just be a nation of self-re g a rd-
ing consumers, he believed; we have a
mission in the world. Roosevelt built
up the navy during his pre s i d e n c y. He
used American power to settle conflicts
a b ro a d .

Roosevelt believed that foreign pol-
icy is a mirro r. When we see America
acting cynically in the world, we think
cynically about our citizenship. When
we see America championing democra-
c y, we rededicate ourselves to making
America live up to its ideals.

R o o s e v e l t ’s view of our natural
e n v i ronment was also finely balanced.
America has always been defined by its
f rontier experience, by its wildern e s s .
Roosevelt set out to pre s e rve larg e

tracts of our natural grandeur, like Ye l-
lowstone, for succeeding generations.
But he also believed in balancing
p re s e rvation with development. “The
fundamental idea of fore s t ry is the per-
petuation of forests by use,” he wro t e .
Individuals don’t have the right to
squander nature, but government 
d o e s n ’t have the right to needlessly
close off development. Citizenship bal-
ances individualism.

Striking a Balance 
Today the political parties, especial-

ly the Republican Part y, are not good
at striking this sort of balance. The
Republicans are good at talking about
the evils of government, about getting
g o v e rnment off our backs, about get-
ting more of your money back in your
pocket. But the GOP no longer speaks
persuasively about our national destiny.
The Republicans are good at talking
about local communities and faith-
based charities, but, at least since
Ronald Reagan left the scene, they
have not been good at talking about
the things that unite all Americans. 

As the government shutdown of
1995 demonstrated, the American peo-
ple will not trust a party to trim gov-
e rnment bloat until it can offer a
positive conservative vision of a limit-
ed but energetic govern m e n t .

In policy terms, the Republicans are
g o od at talking about school choice
and giving power to parents, but they
a re not good at talking about the
national standards and tests we will
need to build cultural cohesion and to
allow parents to measure the eff e c t i v e-
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ness of our local schools. 
They are good at describing the

costs of environmental regulation, but
they are terrible when it comes to
describing why our wilderness areas are
central to our national identity, and
how we should be pre s e rving them.
They are good at talking about the
evils of pork-barrel spending, but they
a re not good at talking about the
things government should be doing,
like building a transportation network
fit for the next century. 

Many Republicans, especially on
Capitol Hill, are good at griping about
placing American troops in places like
Bosnia, but they seem almost embar-
rassed to acknowledge that U.S. power
in that region has brought peace and
s t a b i l i t y.

They are not good at articulating a
grand U.S. mission in the world. They
are not good at explaining why the
Clinton foreign policy, which is largely a
f o r- p rofit foreign policy, is not suff i c i e n t .

In sum, the Republicans are good at
talking about the individual opport u n i-
ty side of the balance. They are good at
talking about devolving power, about
withdrawing from global commitments,
about cutting programs. But they are
not good at talking about the public
good. They have no self-confidence
when they are combating affirmative
action, bilingual education, and the
other policies that balkanize America,
because they are not good at celebrating
national union. It is as if they have a
bad conscience about Americanization.

C o n s e rvatives have trouble embrac-
ing the national side of national gre a t-
ness; liberals have trouble embracing

the greatness side. It has become fash-
ionable, especially in conservative cir-
cles, to say that we don’t need another
Ronald Reagan or Teddy Roosevelt.
We don’t need dominant leaders,
because power is now going to be
devolved to the lowest level. We are
going to break free of political life. 

If America is just going to be a larg e
and pro s p e rous Belgium, then that may
be true. But if you stand on Capitol
Hill next to that weird podium in the
grass and look around, you might be
reminded that America is inescapably
an exceptional nation, and our excep-
tionalism is bred in our bones. The
buildings all around, especially the
Capitol in front of you and the Library
of Congress building behind you, are
filled with high exuberance and noble
aspirations. They were built or expand-
ed in troubled times, during the Civil
War and during the depressions of the
1890s. But the crises only led the
designers to express their self-confi-
dence more ferv e n t l y. 

The original Library of Congre s s
building also has a dome. Inside the
dome there is a mural that shows
twelve monumental figures in a ring at
the top. Each figure re p resents a nation
or epoch, and the whole ring traces the
m a rch of civilization: Egypt comes first,
then Judea, Greece, Rome, Islam, and
so on. The last figure is America.
When the mural was done a hundre d
years ago, it was a stretch to say that
America had qualified for a place in
that chain of great nations. Now it is
not a stretch. America’s dominant ro l e
in the world is no small thing—to us,
or to the rest of the world. 
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Nations that know they are declin-
ing are not happy places. It is our job to
constantly reinvigorate America so we
can keep that top-dog status. And most
g reat steps forw a rd start with a look
back. The best way to keep America
f o rever young may be to re d i s c o v e r
that old but vigorous tradition of
Hamilton, Clay, Lincoln, and the old
Rough Rider himself, Teddy Roosevelt.

Following his talk, David Brooks took
questions from Mitch Pearlstein,
p resident of Center of the American
Experiment, and other members of his
a u d i e n c e .

Mitch Pearlstein: L e t ’s say this
new political era is beginning now.
What should leaders in Wa s h i n g t o n ,
both in and out of government, actual-
ly do? What national ventures and
a d v e n t u res should we pursue?

David Brooks: The first thing to say,
in all honesty, is that it’s not beginning,
but there are many changes I’d like to
see. Our education system needs an
o v e rhaul through a combination of
school choice and national standard s .
The Republicans took a whack at the
D e p a rtment of Education, thinking
they would just get rid of it. This crude
a n t i g o v e rnment gesture failed, and in
the next appropriation, they gave more
money to the department than the
Clinton administration even asked for
in order to prove they care about educa-
tion. They funded bilingual education
policies that they don’t even support. 

The Republicans need to prove that
they care about education with a seri-
ous set of national tests that will give

them a chance to talk about values.
They too often talk about school
choice in terms of economics and com-
petition, but the American people
want to talk about the values of the
school. That’s what is upsetting to
many parents—not merely the ineff i-
c i e n c y. There is perfect school choice
when it comes to the university system,
but few conservatives would want to
i m p o rt the university culture to our
schools. Choice alone is not enough. It
has to be balanced with national stan-
d a rds and a common understanding of
what America is about. 

Immigration is another thing. I favor
relatively open immigration, but think
of what Georgie Anne Geyer says about
immigration policy in her book Ameri-
cans No More: The Death of Citizenship:
to get citizenship, new immigrants are
asked what the benefits of being an
American citizen are. The correct
answers are: you can get a passport, you
can get a federal job, you can get your
family over here. That is not all Ameri-
can citizenship is about, and it illustrates
how shy we are about asking people to
assimilate to American culture .

We need a much more aggre s s i v e
and moralistic foreign policy. And our
t r a n s p o rtation system needs attention.
In the New York area, the trains are
slower now than they were ninety years
ago. Our highways in many parts of the
c o u n t ry were built for half the number
of cars that use them now.

P reston Mathews [of the Min-
neapolis Public Schools]: The subject
of national greatness reminds me of the
death of Socrates. Is the nation so
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enveloped in fear that anybody who
rose in eminence to a high standard
t oday would be ostracized or silenced?

David Bro o k s : I don’t know about
ostracized, but look at someone like
Colin Powell: he knows what he would
have to do [to run for office]. Politi-
cians have to go through the fund-rais-
ing rituals we are all familiar with.
T h e y ’ re asking for money, and people
a re asking them for favors, and we are
u n f o rgiving of their failures. That is a
p r i m a ry factor in lack of leadership, but
even that’s not a barr i e r. 

I don’t think too many people are
happy with any of the Republican pre s-
idential hopefuls. The last Republican
candidate, Bob Dole, is a very fine man
with great moral character, but he
lacked an ideology to explain himself
to himself. Why did he spend his life in
politics? People need something to
o rganize their thinking. Dole said he
was just a man from the prairie, but he
had spent most of his life in the Wa t e r-
gate Hotel in Washington. Being Sen-
ate majority leader isn’t a bad way to
spend your life, but he lacked a way to
o rganize his thinking to move him up
to that next level. That’s the pro b l e m
with the leadership, not that character
is lacking.

Mitch Pearlstein: Who among
national leaders gets close to your ideal?

David Bro o k s: Mayor Rudolph Giu-
liani of New York City is one. He will
never be president, for obvious re a s o n s ,
but he’s got a picture of Teddy Roo-
sevelt on his wall. I asked him what the
c o re of Giulianism is, and he said it’s

competition—he believes in unleash-
ing competition. He’s had a tre m e n-
dous impact on New York. He busted
up the Mafia from the trash haulers. He
reclaimed the Fulton Fish Market fro m
Mafia control. He is beginning to
change things in the schools and in the
tax stru c t u re because he believes in
competition. He believes in using
s t rong government to increase individ-
ual competition.

In the past few months, even Steve
Forbes has embraced Teddy Roosevelt.
Even Gary Bauer of the Family
R e s e a rch Council, whom we think of
as the quintessential religious conserv-
ative candidate, has been talking more
about national identity and less about
religion. I think he is right in sensing
that you can’t have a political move-
ment in this country based on re l i-
gion—it is too parochial and also too
ambitious—but we can be united by
our patriotism.

B u rt Erd a h l : I tend to agree with
you that it is okay to have an activist
g o v e rnment in certain areas, but I have
t rouble with your education example. I
think the reason parents want contro l
back is for values. Also, once you give
g o v e rnment the testing, you’ve given
them control, and they retain contro l
t h rough testing.

David Bro o k s : This is the best arg u-
ment against what I have to say: that if
we conservatives do anything, it will be
taken over by people we don’t like and
they will turn it into something else.  

The only opposition to that is the
reality of the national tests we have
n o w. They are very good tests—better
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than all but two of the state tests. They
a re very rigorous. When Republicans
talk about how our educational system is
failing, they rely on these national tests.

U n f o rt u n a t e l y, it is illegal for the
results of these tests to be broken down
by district, so they are of no use in
evaluating particular schools, and they
a re of no use to parents. If parents had
access to the test results, they could
m e a s u re how their student is doing on
c e rtain core skills: civics, math, En-
glish, things like that. We need to use
these tests as a way to get govern m e n t
out of schools, to liberate the schools.
We say to the schools, Okay, meet
these re q u i rements, and every t h i n g
else is up to you.

Bob Mart i n : I didn’t realize that
Teddy Roosevelt was so opposed to the
hyphenating of Americans. It tro u b l e s
me that we are trying to pull the coun-
t ry together, but how can it work if we
keep hyphenating? Native Americans,
African Americans, Irish Americans: it
just doesn’t make sense, yet we contin-
ue this policy in so many diff e re n t
ways. When countries like England
and Germany and France do their
national census work, do they divide as
we do with the blacks and Hispanics
and Native Americans and so fort h ?

David Bro o k s : I don’t know the
answer to your question, but I once
lived in Brussels, a nation divided by
language: French speakers and what are
essentially Dutch speakers. I was stru c k
by the importance of that language
b a rrier when I was planning a picnic
with a Flemish friend, and I suggested
that we go to a beautiful chateau just

ten miles away. He’d never been there :
the language barrier had erected an
invisible wall. Belgium has two school
systems, two police departments, two
parliaments. The language barrier has
had a tremendous influence on the
whole country. 

When Teddy Roosevelt was aro u n d ,
immigration was at its highest level
p ro p o rt i o n a t e l y, and serious measure s
had to be taken to unite a big country
without a good communications stru c-
t u re. The ugly thing that should be
mentioned about Roosevelt is that, like
many people in those days, he had a
D a rwinian ethos about races and diff e r-
ent races having diff e rent qualities. We
obviously don’t want to have anything
to do with that. But he expressed the
national consensus, the welcoming of
all people into a clear sense of Ameri-
canization, in speeches called “The
New Nationalism.” Nobody is giving
new nationalism speeches tod a y. ■


